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“The military came to my 
door on July 19 at 7:30 in the 
morning. The moment my 
wife looked out the window 
and she said ‘John, it’s a sol- 
dier standing on the porch,’ I 
knew it was bad news,” re- 

counted John Johnson, father 
of Private La Vena Johnson, 
19, of Florissant, Mo., who 
died recently near Balad, 
Iraq. 

She was the first female 
soldier from Missouri to die 
while serving in the current 

war in Iraq. 
“It came totally unex- 

pected, because she had just 
talked to her mother on the 

phone on Sunday for about 
an hour,” Johnson said. 

“They talked just about 

everything: about how crazy 
things were, the weather, the 

big spiders and the large scor- 

pions. They just laughed and 

had a good time — the way 
they always do.” 

Despite the personal visit 
that La Vena’s family re- 

ceived, which is standard 

military protocol for families 
of soldiers who die in the line 
of duty, they have many un- 

answered questions concern- 

ing her death, which is under 

investigation. 
“This is what they said: 

‘Your daughter died this 

morning of a self-inflicted 

wound,’” Johnson recounted. 
“I said, ‘Self-inflicted? 

Are you saying that my 
daughter shot herself?’ He 

said, ‘No, sir, but it’s being 
investigated.’” 

After La Vena’s remains 
were returned to the family 
two weeks ago, the Johnson’s 
did some disturbing and shat- 

tering investigations of their 
own. 

“I am going to tell you for 
a fact. We looked at her body 
and we saw some things,” 

Johnson said. 
“I don’t want to say too 

much right now, but I am 

going to say this: I think that 
the investigation is a crimi- 
nal investigation, and I think 
that there is foul play.” 

At Hazelwood Central 

High School, from which she 
graduated in 2004, La Vena 
was known as a topnotch stu- 

dent. 

Despite her school’s large 
size, she stood out for her ex- 

ceptional academic and ex- 

tra-curricular performances. 
That’s why it was a shock to 

many when, during her jun- 
ior year, she announced her 

plans to join the U.S. Army 
following her graduation. 

“It’s like a conversation 
that I had yesterday. She said 
that she was going in the 

Army, and I was shocked 
because I just knew that she 
was going to go on to 

school,” said Frank Smith, 
Central’s principal. 

“I knew her three broth- 
ers, because her three broth- 
ers graduated from Central, 
and I know that they went on 

to college and different 
things. I was wondering why 
she wouldn’t pursue that.” 

Her father, who served in 
the military for three years, 
provided some insight into 
how she reached her deci- 
sion. 

“She talked to me about 
the benefits of me going, be- 
cause I went from high 
school to the Army. When I 

got ready to go to college, it 
did pay for some of it. When 
I got my first house, I didn’t 
have to make a down pay- 
ment because I was a vet- 

eran,” Johnson said. 
“So, she decided it would 

be a good idea for her to go 
into the military first, be- 
cause she wanted to travel 
and she wanted to earn her 
own money to go to college. 
We told her that we could 

come up with the money to 

send her to school, but she 

said, ‘No, I want to do this 
on my own.’” 

Based on her performance 
on a military aptitude test, 
LaVena was initially as- 

signed to work as a 

chaplain’s assistant. 
But, once the Army dis- 

covered that she did not have 
a driver’s license, she was 

reassigned to weapons sup- 
ply. 

“The chaplain’s assistant 

position would have been 

great, because she is a good 
Christian woman,” Johnson 
said. “That would have been 

perfect.” 
A member of the 129th 

Corps Support Battalion 
based at Fort Campbell, Ken- 

tucky, LaVena arrived in Iraq 
in April 2005, just four 
months ago. The Johnson’s, 
a close family of seven, re- 

mained in regular contact 

with LaVena while she was 

there. 
“She talked on the phone 

to my wife just about every 
day. She e-mailed her sister, 
and they communicated on 

the computer often. And 

then, in between the two of 
them, I wrote her,” Johnson 
said. 

La Vena will be remem- 

bered by all who knew her 
for her big smile and her even 

bigger heart. 
“The point that really 

stands out is that, out of 2,700 
kids at the school, when she 
walked up, she had a smile 
on her face,” Smith, her 
former principal, said. 

“She was that type of 
child that made an impact on 

everyone that she came in 
close contact with. She was 

just a great child. We all were 

at a loss for words when we 

got the word that she had 

passed away in Iraq.” 
Daniel R. Brown writes 

for the St. Louis American. 
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ris and Tarkanian, 15 other 
women received awards: 
Bessie Richards, Tiffany 
Elliot, Helicia Thomas, 
Lillian McMorris, Kye Wil- 
son Marsha Coles, Jackie 

Ingram, Renee Wilson, 
Evelyn Washington, Dina 

Titus, Rose Winston, Sandra 

Phillip Johnson, Ju Juan 

Morris, Margie Rosada and 
Barbara Robinson. 

NAN is a political, human 
and civil rights organization 

guest speaker: 
“I think that we’re still 

fighting racial discrimina- 
tion, disparities in life for 
Black and Whites in areas of 

health, home ownership, 
education and economic de- 

velopment. We have to start 

mobilizing again, using boy- 
cotts, mass marches, to fight 
against this hatred by the 

Republican Party like we 

used to do in the past. We 
should have never stopped 
protesting and fighting for 

“We’re committed 
to economic and 
social justice, and 
we understand the 
importance of 

bringing women 

into the political 
process. 

” 

— Marjorie Field Harris 
NAN Executive Director 

focused on action in accor- 

dance with the vision of Rev- 
erend A1 Sharpton. 

He and a group of politi- 
cal and civil rights activists 
in 1991 wanted to empower 

people by providing exten- 

sive voter education, services 
to aid the poor and support 
for economically disadvan- 

taged small community busi- 
nesses. 

In addition, the group 
wanted a vehicle through 
which they could confront 
racism and violations of civil 
and human rights. 

NAN National President 

Sharpton commented on the 
State of Black America as 

our rights,” Sharpton said. 
He continued, “The nomi- 

nation of Roberts for the Su- 

preme Court Justice is tanta- 

mount to a continuation of 
the fight for civil rights by 
Blacks. He was a part of the 

Reagan and Bush senior ad- 
ministration fighting against 
affirmative action, and that’s 
not a good sign for us. We 
need to put more pressure on 

the Democrats in the Senate 
to fight against his nomina- 
tion. If he’s elected at 50- 

years-old, he could serve on 

the Supreme Court for the 

next 30 or 40 years, and that 
could turn back the clock on 

a lot of things that have been 

beneficial and fought for by 
Blacks over the past de- 
cades.” 

Harris informed the audi- 
ence about a major project, 
empowering women, under- 
taken by NAN at the national 
level: the Truth-Hamer Initia- 
tive on Voter Registration 
and Education. The initiative 
has spent the past three years 
empowering people, espe- 
cially women, in communi- 
ties across the nation through 
voter registration and educa- 
tion programs focused on ar- 

eas overlooked by get-out- 
the-vote campaigns. 

Harris explained and pro- 
vided handouts on the lead is- 
sues: (1) reminding voters 

that they have the right to 

view a sample ballot before 

voting, (2) telling voters that 

they have the right to receive 

special assistance with voting 
if they cannot read, are dis- 
abled or require assistance 
with operating the voting 
machine, (3) indicating to 

voters that if they make a 

mistake or “spoil” their bal- 

lot, they have the right to re- 

ceive a replacement ballot, 
(4) voters have the right to 

take their voter bill of rights 
into the polling booth with 

them, (5) voters have the 
right to vote free from intimi- 
dation or coercion, (6) vot- 

ers have the right to bring 
their minor children into the 

polling booth with them, (7) 
voters have the right to cast 

their ballot if they are in line 
at the time the polling site 
closes, and (8) voters have 
the right to file a grievance 
with the Office of the Secre- 

tary of State if voting rights 
have been violated. 

Gene Collins, founder of 
the Las Vegas chapter and 
state chairman of NAN, 
spoke about the work of the 
local chapter and the success 

of the event. 

He said, “The things that 
we do not only affect those 

[in the nearby neighbor- 
hoods] in Las Vegas, but all 
across this valley by address- 

ing the issues of diversity, 
little league baseball, Pop 
Warner football or doing 
something about the gang 
problems in our community. 
What you see here tonight is 
a cross-section of the work 
that we are doing and recog- 
nizing those who have made 
a difference.” 

Collins continued, 
“Through our efforts, more 

Blacks now serve on corpo- 
rate boards since we ad- 
dressed this issue of diver- 
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The Rev. At Sharpton, founder of the National Action 
Network, urged Blacks to advocate for change in Las Vegas. 
sity. Now we see more Afri- 
can American subcontractors 

along with people holding 
seats in the glassed filled 

ivory towers due to the ef- 
forts of the National Action 
Network.” 

After the event, Collins 
noted that it was wonderful 

having Sharpton as speaker, 

but he was “most pleased 
with the number of local 

people who attended — more 

than 200 came,” he said. 
The organization is seek- 

ing nominations from the 

community to recognize 
women for the 2006 awards 
event. For more information, 
call 646-9720. 

Nevada's First African American Owned Beauty School 

expertise 
d>ehool of Beauty 
Supervised Student Services In A Salon 

Atmosphere... Without Salon Prices! 

902 W. Owens 
Las Vegas, NV 8910C 

(702) 636-8686 
Fax: 636-0367 

Open Tues. Sat. 
9:30 am 3:30 pm 

www.expertisebeauty.com 

OPEN ENROLLMENT 
Call for Class Schedules 

A Multi-cultural School of 
Beauty offering instruction 
in the following courses: 

m 
Cosmetology 
Hair Design 
Manicuring 
Instructor Training 

financial aio Available for 
Those Who Qualify 


